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The Hopkins Review arrived here around 1890. My dad's family is all from West Virginia, but he's estranged from them, really, so I don't know his kin.
THR: And are you close to your parents? MP: Yeah, very close.
THR: I ask because, in Putty Hill, one of the recurring things that the interviewer wants to know-it's your voice, of course, asking the questions in the film-is: Were you close to him? Or her? Are you close to your brother? Were you close to Cory, the deceased friend in the film?
It's fascinating to see the different responses: "No, we never really hung out"; or "No, I didn't know him"; or "Yeah, we were close"; or "Yeah, we are close." That seems to be something that runs through your movies, the weighing of family relationships, and how they really are all-important to the characters.
MP: Nobody's pointed that out specifically, that line of questioning in
Putty Hill, that's interesting. And you're right, family is a big theme for me. I always think about it as the family you make-the one you build in your lifetime-that I'm most interested in. Of course, the family you're born into as well, but family, community… THR: It seems like the family you make or that gets made by some of the characters in your films are extended artistic families-musicians and dancers in Take What You Can Carry, the movie that you're working on now. You look at how being an artist and having a family can be tough to balance; particularly in I Used to Be Darker that becomes one of the themes.
MP: Yeah, growing up with a father who was an artist, who had a really difficult relationship with his work, I felt acutely aware of the boundaries between his artistic practice and his family. And it's interesting to take it to a personal place. I think there is a level on which the themes, the currents that run through my films, are genuinely things that interest me on an intellectual level, on an emotional level even. But then, there's this sublayer that I think is very self-conscious. And Hamilton and Putty Hill-I didn't realize this till later-but there's a complete absence of fathers with the exception of Sky Ferreira's estranged father, who she comes to Baltimore to see. She's ostensibly there for the funeral but it's really to see her dad. MP: I set out to make a film in Berlin, because of the relationships I had there and the kind of dialogue about cinema that I was privy to on the trips I made to the Berlinale. I've been there three, four years now.
(That's the big film festival in Berlin that takes place in February.) Met a lot of filmmakers, producers, artists, became aware of a whole cinematic school-the Berliner Schule, which was new to me. Filmmakers who grew up in a divided city.
THR: And does this include Wim Wenders, or is it after Wenders? MP: Post-Wenders. These filmmakers began working in the early nineties and are still working, and are mostly in their early fifties now. And then I discovered a younger generation. The Berliner Schule, there was this whole field of references that I found I shared with them, cinematic references they were drawing from, largely inspired by Bresson, in particular, Ozu, Maurice Pialat. That was exciting to see. And then a
173
The Hopkins Review younger generation, younger than me-I'm in my mid-thirties-who are kind of influenced by the Berliner Schule, are pushing against some of their tendencies.
It was an exciting dialogue to find myself a part of. I was really interested in the possibility of making something there. The idea was born with a producer named Zsuzsanna Kiràly who works in Berlin, though she's Romanian. She helped assemble the crew. We worked together on the cast and the locations, and I was writing at the same time. It was loosely based on-you know that collection by Georges Perec, Species of Spaces? That was the major reference point.
THR: I think it's true of all of your films, that there's a kind of language of spaces almost, that the eye really lingers and inhabits these sometimes empty or off-hand places, and that really sets a tone. When did you come to read the Perec? MP: I read the Perec when I was an undergrad at NYU, actually maybe right after I left school. I was trying to build a life for myself in New York and the book really spoke to me. New York was the first city I lived in as an adult after finishing high school here in Baltimore, growing up here, and I felt that maybe I would have a similar relationship to the text, living in Berlin for three months.
I think a lot about representation. As an artist, as a filmmaker, my right to represent certain people, places, and it was a challenge to try to engage with the city that I really don't know very well at all, and to try to make images there that were original and respectful and not too weighted.
THR: What do you mean by respectful?
MP: An image itself has reverberations, it resounds differently with different audiences. But I always feel there's too often a disconnect between the image-makers and the objects, the people, the places, the things they're trying to represent. A disconnect that comes probably from a lack of intimacy.
I have an intimate relationship with Baltimore, which is why I feel like I have the right to make images here. I didn't feel that in Berlin at all, so I wanted to try and engage in a way that was respectful. I tried to listen to my own ideas, but also the response that my collaborators would have to those ideas-image ideas, fundamentally. My collaborators were always quick to vocalize what was potentially problematic about, say, the location. You can't really shoot here because this reason, this reason. It was a lot to think about. But I feel like in the end, I chose mostly interiors, because they were somehow safer. And I like that.
Because then Berlin, which is a city that's always changing, somehow only exists in the collective imagination and through the sound.
THR: There's a poem by Rilke that stands at the end of Hamilton, which is about the way that things behave in space, and one's relationship to things in space, that I think you really are able to express in your films.
It's a kind of complete intimacy that also has to express a delineation at some point, and then the object kind of appears. It's a mysterious poem, but I can see why that's meaningful for you.
MP: Yeah, I carry it with me. THR: It's an interesting resonance because in the outtake, the bakery owner recites a different Rilke poem.
MP: Oh, you saw that! THR: Yeah, it was great! It's very funny because he forgets it halfway through and he's like "aw, crap," and then there's a cut and when he comes back, he's got it again. You know, clearly he's had a chance to brush it up.
MP: That was funny because that poem, "Die Erwachsene," or "The Grown Up," was kind of inspiration for the character, this young woman, this young mother. MP: I approached it like a silent film. I thought, I don't really feel confident that I can write authentic dialogue for these characters. I want to see how much I can convey without it, through movement, gesture.
Bresson was definitely an influence. He doesn't make the talkiest films.
He gets a lot out of people moving through spaces, through gesture, through the eyes. I thought it could be done. I also really wanted to avoid exposition through dialogue, which is the other reason I think I just pulled as much of it out as I could.
The other thing I will say about sound is, when I was at NYU I don't even know if I had aspirations to direct-THR: What were you studying? MP: I was just learning the tools. I was taking all the requisite classes.
I was doing a little screenwriting, a little editing; I was doing a lot of sound recording, a lot of location recording, and I really took to it. So I ended up crewing a lot of people's films and then I left school, and even a little bit afterwards I worked as a sound recordist, a location recordist.
THR: Did you think that you might do that?
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The Hopkins Review MP: I thought that I might do that, yeah. I think because of that experience of being on a set, with the headphones on, having that relationship with the image, sound takes priority for me. The ambience in particular, the natural sounds in space, are elevated in the mix. At least in Hamilton and Putty Hill. I think the mix in Darker is a little bit different.
THR: At one point, you referred to your approach to exposition as basically being like meeting people in real life. In other words, we're not being told anything by the filmmaker that we wouldn't experience if we just were sitting in a room with someone, meeting them for the first time, observing them, watching, following what they do. The exposition in Hamilton, and I think in your other films as well, is so unobtrusive. What did you mean by "It's like meeting people in real life"? MP: I think my style is observational. I hope I can create a space between the audience, the frame, and the subject in the frame that allows the audience to meet the subject or the character as they might meet a person for the first time on the street or at a party, at a gas station, wherever. Where you're not given a biography up front. But you're in a position where you take the information that you are given-the sound of the voice, the way somebody moves, their facial expressions-and you make assessments.
I think inquisitive people are trying to make sense of the other people that they meet. I like an inquisitive audience, an active audience, and an audience that's actively approaching the frame, the miseen-scène, but also the objects in the frame, the people in the frame.
One of the reasons I think I've always cast actors who are new to the screen, actors with little experience or nonprofessionals, is because as soon as I see a known-quantity celebrity, someone that is bigger than the frame… THR: They have other associations.
MP: There's something else, yeah, and that could be really exciting, to see a really good actor make a surprising turn in a role you never would have imagined. But more exciting to me is when you're looking at somebody up on screen in a darkened theater-big!-and you've never seen them before, and you're evaluating the character, the performance, their decisions as an actor but also as a piece of fiction, a character in the fictional world of the film. That's a kind of engagement The Hopkins Review played a big part in the film, but it was ambitious and more expensive than Hamilton, certainly.
While trying to finance the picture, I was casting. I spent about a year and a half casting, mainly in the Baltimore−Washington Metro Area. I saw over 400 auditions. I met a lot of people I wanted to work with. Auditions became call backs became home visits where I would hang out with these kids and some of the adults, too. There were adult roles. When it became clear we couldn't find the money to make Metal Gods, we still had a shoot date and a crew assembled and a cast. It wasn't clear what we should do. Put it off? Make it for nothing (which was impossible), or make something different? Putty Hill taught me that I could make a personal film, even though it's somewhat abstracted. That I could work from just a treatment, a scenario. THR: Everything else you've done has been more scripted than that.
MP: Yeah, with the exception of the Berlin project, which is more-I think our method of working was closest to Putty Hill. I just thought, well I have all these people I want to see on-screen and I have all these locations. And I had a camera rental, a camera package for free as part of a grant I'd been awarded from IFP in New York.
We had 12 days with this camera, can't pay anybody, but maybe we can get it in the can. We had about $18,000. So we just built a scenario around the people and the places, and I needed to find a narrative thread, something to bring these disparate characters together, these disparate lives. MP: Typically at your festival premiere, sometimes before, depending on the festival premiere-for example if it's one of the top-tier festivals that your film has been invited to play-you might get interest from sales agents and distributors before the film premieres. But usually, the film plays, and then maybe you have someone helping you sell the film, the sales agent on board, who will help you navigate the world of distributors, who are going to come along and try to buy it for a fixed sum and then a percentage of the gross. Metal Gods, too, but now that I've made three films this is the farthest we've come. Basically if you have a co-producer in France-and we were able to bring in this company called Le Petit Bureau and a producer named Gabrielle Dumont-they can apply for state and federal arts funding in France. She applies to money through Arte and the CNC. Arte's the big television station in France and Germany that puts a lot of money into film production in exchange for a promise, then, that the films will be aired on Arte. You don't get the state money until you get the television money.
Some of the Berliner Schule filmmakers are finding it increasingly difficult with each film to gain support through these funding bodies because their films are not really commercially successful, though they are revered and important. It's different than in the US, where the only industry funding bodies that exist outside of grants are private equity.
I mean, because we don't support the arts really as a country.
So we try to get a little money from Europe and the rest will be private equity. I think it's mostly going to be about the relationships that I've been building for the last ten years in Baltimore and in New York-and beyond, but mainly in the US. Going to individuals and saying: "This is the package. You want to get involved?" is presented and in this case, she wants to make waffles for her friend, the waffle iron's not there, it's a banal object, but its absence makes her angry, which is why she yells at Abby, which is why Abby leaves, which gives the mother extra purpose for returning later.
THR: Will the new film be your best?
MP: Yes, I like the script. I think it will be my best so far.
